Blood samples (20 ml) were taken from the jugular veins of fifteen German black pied cows through a fixed plastic catheter twice daily at 06.00 and 18.00 hours from 3 days before until 1 day after parturition (Day 0 = day of parturition). The blood was collected in centrifuge tubes containing 0\ m=. \ 2 ml of a 40% sodium citrate solution and was immediately centrifuged at 700 g. The plasma was stored at -20\s=deg\C until it was used for oestrogen and progesterone determinations. All animals gave birth normally after physiological gestation periods ranging from 274 to 285 days. In eleven cows, the placenta was expelled within 6 hr of parturition (control group). In the remaining four animals, it was retained for more than 5 days.
Radioimmunoassay was applied for measuring unconjugated oestrogen and progesterone. For the determination of the immunoreactive oestrogens, rabbit antibodies against 17/?-oestradiol-4-azo-BSA with equal binding affinity to both oestrone and oestradiol-17ß were used. No cross-reaction with oestradiol-17a was observed (Agthe & Kolm, 1975 Johansson (1970) .
As shown in Text- fig. 1 the mean + S.D. progesterone concentrations in the control group and in cows with a retained placenta continually decreased from Day -2 to +1 (4-1 + 1-1 ng/ml to 0-7 + 0-5 ng/ml and 3-7 + 0-6 to 1-6 + 0-3 ng/ml, respectively). -fig. 2 ). Animals with a retained placenta exhibited a marked increase of oestrogen levels within 12 hr before parturition, followed by a slower decrease during the 1st day postpartum. In one cow, values were found to be about 2-5 ng/ml at 20 hr post partum.
The progesterone levels found in control cows were in good agreement with the results obtained by Hoffmann, Schams, Giménez, Ender, Herrmann & Karg (1973) , Smith, Edgerton, Hafs & Convey (1973) and Edqvist, Ekman, Gustafsson & Johansson (1973) . These authors also noted a decrease in progesterone concentration about 2 days before parturition. The pattern described for oestro¬ gen levels at the time of normal birth differs, however, from one investigator to another. Robertson (1974) (Adams, 1969; Karg, Böhm, Günzler & Müller, 1971; Edqvist, Ekman, Gustafsson, Jacobsson, Johansson & Lindeil, 1972; Agthe, Grunert, Fädle & Diez, 1973) .
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